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A land dispute in Costa Rica that led to the shooting death of a US citizen has strained US-Costa
Rican relations. Behind the incident is a maze of conflicting land-title claims, bureaucratic bungling,
and the influence of a drug trafficker. US interest in the matter is heightened by a longstanding
dispute with Costa Rica over land-expropriation cases involving US citizens dating back to the 1980s.
US citizen Max Dalton, a rancher near the southwestern town of Pavones, was shot and killed on
Nov. 13 in a dispute with campesinos. One of the campesinos, Alvaro Aguilar, was also killed in the
exchange of gunfire.
Witnesses, who were friends of Aguilar, said Dalton initiated the fight when he tried to force
them off his property. However, members of Dalton's family claimed that Dalton was lured into a
confrontation and killed in cold blood by the campesinos, whom they described as squatters. Police
questioned one of the campesinos, Gerardo Mora, on possible manslaughter charges, but soon
released him for lack of evidence.
Senator Jesse Helms demands action
Unresolved claims by US citizens for property confiscated by Costa Rica has been an irritant in
bilateral relations for several years. The US cut back on aid to Costa Rica in the early 1990s to
pressure the government to pay compensation (see NotiCen, 03/01/91). Some of the claims are
still not settled more than a decade later. After the Pavones shootings, Sen. Jesse Helms (R-NC)
sent President Jose Maria Figueres a letter saying that action "to deal with the squatters and their
aggressiveness is long overdue," and demanding a resolution of the outstanding claims. He said that
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, which he chairs, will be "watching closely to see whether
your administration has the will and ability to enforce the rule of law in Pavones."
The shootings also prompted the US State Department to issue a warning on Nov. 26 recommending
that US citizens not travel to the Golfito-Pavones area. The warning said that US citizens in the
region "have been targeted by organized bands of squatters attempting to remove them from their
land by violence." Given the Costa Rican government's concern that the warning would decrease
tourism, its embassy in Washington tried to counter the bad publicity. The embassy issued a
statement that referred to the shootings as an "unusual incident" not representative of attitudes
towards foreigners in Costa Rica, and it encouraged tourists and investors to have confidence in the
justice system.
But the US Embassy in San Jose sided with the Dalton family in questioning the thoroughness and
impartiality of the police investigation and the safety of foreign residents. And, even as Costa Rican
officials denied that travelers were at risk in the region, vice minister of foreign affairs Rodrigo
Carreras suggested that US citizens not travel in the Golfito-Pavones region for the time being. The
region that surrounds Dalton's ranch, which is close to the Panamanian border on the Pacific coast,
has been at the center of many conflicts over land titles in recent years.
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Property disputes have grown immensely since the 1980s, when the United Brands company
abandoned its plantations there, leaving widespread unemployment and unoccupied lands. Many
Costa Ricans claim title to land in the area based on longtime occupancy even though ranchers
like Dalton say they have legal title. Dalton's death was only the latest violent episode in a series
of conflicts in which more than a dozen Costa Ricans have been injured. Some local residents say
that aggressive squatters are organized by land speculators to chase off rightful owners and take
possession of the land for future sale.
Legal morass over land tiles aggravates conflicts in Golfito
Land conflicts in the Golfito area are complicated by a series of legal battles over property rights
in the area. Apparently, between 1974 and 1984, US drug trafficker Daniel J. Fowlie received use
permits (permisos de ocupacion) from the local government of Golfito for most of the land in the
coastal zone where the conflicts have taken place. After his arrest in 1987 and imprisonment in
California, those lands became the subject of disputes among a variety of claimants, including US
citizens.
Further confusing the legality of land titles was an expropriation order that was never carried out.
Some campesinos believed that Dalton's land had been expropriated, but Dalton's attorney insists
that Dalton had a legal title issued by the municipality of Golfito and that the expropriation had
not been carried out at the time of his death. It is doubtful, however, that Dalton ever owned the
land. While Helms, the Daltons, and the State Department referred to the campesinos involved
in the shootings as squatters, none of the parties, including Fowlie, Dalton, and the campesino
cooperative to which the slain Aguilar belonged, appeared to have had clear title to the disputed
parcels. According to Justice Minister Fabian Volio, the state is the owner of the land in question and
the municipal government of Golfito issued use permits for years without having the legal authority
to do so. Many of the permits were later bought and sold without authorization, leading purchasers
to mistakenly believe they had acquired legal title.
Under existing law, Golfito authorities were supposed to produce a land-use development plan
before issuing any permits. This was never done. Judicial authorities have also added to the tangle
of claims. According to Maria Jaen Sandi, manager of the cooperative, the campesinos thought
Dalton's permit had been revoked before they received their use permit for the same parcels. And,
indeed, a special commission that was trying to straighten out the mess recommended in 1995 that
all permits issued under irregular circumstances be revoked. However, under appeal from the
permit holders, a mediation tribunal set aside the order for revocation.
Furthermore, the courts and the attorney general's office have ruled that permit holders have the
right to defend their claims in court no matter how irregular the origin of the permits. This left
Dalton and the cooperative defending equally questionable claims. Municipal executive Jimmy
Cubillo told the Costa Rican daily La Nacion that he was aware that Dalton's permits were still in
effect when he issued a permit to the cooperative for some of Dalton's land. Cubillo said he thought
the cooperative wanted the land only to get bank credit. He admitted he had erred but explained
that he wanted to help the cooperative. [Sources: Tico Times (Costa Rica), 11/21/97, 11/28/97,
12/05/97, 12/12/97; La Nacion (Costa Rica), 11/28/97, 11/30/97, 12/04/97, 12/09/97, 12/12/97, 12/14/97,
12/15/97]
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